Imitating the Grand Style of R. B. Woodward
by Jeffrey I. Seeman W e all are influenced by our heroes, our role models, the individuals who we feel most represent the ideals to which we strive. In the four decades beginning in the early 1940s, the greatest of all organic chemists-certainly one of the greatest of all chemists-was Robert Burns Woodward. Few could replicate his science or his egregious* behaviors, though many tried. [3] "One of the most powerful concepts of synthetic methodology is the effective taming of reactive functional groups by uniting them in a stable molecular array. By thus masking their inherent reactivity, crucial manipulations required elsewhere * "Egregious" typically means shocking or outrageous, and extends to perhaps even more shocking or outrageous definitions. In ancient times, egregious also meant "remarkably good." For the purposes of this paper, the word is a resonance hybrid of all of the above.
In the previous issue of
on the molecule can be carried out under conditions whose relative severity would otherwise prove disastrous. When the desired groups are needed, a single mild reaction serves to dissect their once compelling chemical bondage, and thus unfettered, are made available for their predestined role." [3] "The purity of the recovered starting material woefully indicated that the substance had remained inviolate throughout its many intimate encounters with a host of acylating agents." [3] "Hence, in the midst of so exciting a foray, further investigation into the crucial cyclodehydration had to be abandoned, as the emphasis of our assault on the target was radically altered by a fascinating quirk of chemical happenstance." [3] Rick Danheiser, a former graduate student of E.J. Corey and subsequently professor of chemistry at MIT, sent a Woodwardian-styled excerpt from his 1984 review article, The Total Synthesis of Gibberellic Acid. [4] "Confident that we had provided for every possible contingency, we believed that the triumphant completion of the total synthesis of gibberellic acid was finally at hand.
That was naïve. We were totally unprepared for the special surprise our foe had held in reserve for the final confrontation . . . All efforts to suppress this translactonization proved futile . . . It was all too clear that our plan for the elaboration of the gibberellin A ring had been undermined by an inopportune exemplification of R. B. Woodward's dictum that 'enforced propinquity often leads to greater intimacy.' [5] " [4] Finally, from the Woodward papers at the Harvard Archives comes the one page mystery document shown in Figure 1 , reproduced on the following page. It is a mystery because we don't know who wrote it or why. The careless typing, including typed-over errors, clearly indicates that this was not the work of Woodward's perfectionist secretary, Dolores (Dodie) Dyer, whose name appears as if it were written by her. [6, 7] Nor is the author Woodward himself, as Woodward, ever more the perfectionist, would not have produced a † I do wince a bit, with the presumptive equivalence of "men" with "chemists" in Woodward's words. document with so many typist's errors. Likely this document was prepared by one or several of Woodward's students as a playful clownery, a spoof on both Woodward and Dyer. Roald Hoffmann guesses that "they had a goldfish in the office, and one day it disappeared. Dodie accused RBW of doing away with it . . . " [7] Of relevance is the document's clear use of the grand style of writing favored by Woodward. This spoof, very clearly an imitation of Woodward, must surely have amused the grand master, as Woodward kept it permanently in his files, to be found 70 years later by this researcher.
As discussed in my earlier paper on Woodward's Words, [2] Woodward did not encourage his students to write in the grand style. Nor, in my opinion, was this an affected style of Woodward, intentionally replacing some other, less grand, style that was his normal manner of communication, in order to impress the reading public. There was no other style for Woodward. That is the way he wrote, in contrast to my conclusion that Woodward intentionally developed and acted a public persona, with the grandeur befitting a nobleman.
In addition to crafting their words to model Woodward's style, according to his one-time graduate student Dan Kemp, "Graduate students and postdocs would practice for hours, learning to draw structures sufficiently carefully to be able to make their debut at Woodward's evening seminar-to go to the blackboard in front of the audience and in front of Woodward himself, to pick up the chalk and to draw a proper structure as an answer to one of the problems he had posed." [8] Coda Decades ago, Pat Confalone and Rick Danheiser surely had fun in their imitation of Woodward's grand writing style. Today, we join in their fun and also celebrate the wonder that was R. B. Woodward. I am certain that few, if any of us, including myself, could pick out which quotes are imitations and which are true Woodwardian prose, had we been given a randomized mixture of Confalone, Danheiser, and Woodward.
It is appropriate to end this paper with a real Woodward quote. What follows is one of my favorites † 
